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Evaluation: An Essential Component of a
Sound Community-Based Literacy Program {/;>
ART ICLE BY HELEN

GILL

In the past, little if any evaluation of
adult literacy programs has been done,
especially if these programs were volunteer in nature (Steele, 1989). However, in
recent years, some community-based
programs have turned to external funding to meet the increasing demands for
literacy services. In doing so, they have
discovered that evaluations are tied to
requests for funding. Yet, programs
working from a base of volunteer tutors
may lack the personnel, resources, and
or knowledge to conduct adequate program evaluation, or program evaluation
may simply not be a priority. How then
may adult literacy providers maintain a
competitive edge in securing funding for
their community-based programs? One
answer is to develop and maintain a literacy program based upon a sound inhouse evaluation plan that accommodates both internal and external needs.
This article is a summary of how fourteen externally funded adult literacy projects in Michigan are attempting to do
this.

Michigan were awarded the first Read
Indeed! grants ranging from $1,350 to
$20,500. Together these projects proposed to serve the special literacy needs
of a variety of clients. In accepting grant
money, projects agreed to submit a final
progress report and to cooperate with an
external evaluation. The intent of the
external evaluation was to establish program accountability for funds spent and
to document progress toward program
goals.

Procedures
My research assistant, Wendy
Standerford, and I (Gill & Standerford,
1996) examined the status of the Read
Indeed! adult literacy projects using a
framework that Padak and Padak (1991)
had created to aid evaluators in implementing comprehensive and authentic
evaluation methods. Their framework
consists of three general factors (personal, programmatic, and external) that
are purported to exemplify typical .
aspects of program effectiveness, six
specific factors (academic achievement,
quality of life, program structure, program content, context-based community
needs, and financial accountability) for
which supporting quantitative or qualitative data can be gathered, and a short
list of questions that can be used to
guide program evaluation.
Application of this program evaluation framework in the present study
took place over an eight-month period
using a variety of instruments and techniques. First, the director of the State
Literacy Resource Center sent a letter to
each project director introducing the

Background
Recently, in an effort to improve the
adult literacy rate in Michigan, the State
Literacy Resource Center, the Library of
Michigan Foundation, and the W. K.
Kellogg Foundation under the auspices
of the Michigan Department of
Education Adult Extended Learning
Services launched a competitive funding
process whereby community-based literacy organizations and public libraries
could apply via proposal for grants to
enhance their programs. In August 1993,
fourteen projects scattered across
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neutral, 4 = somewhat positive, 5 = positive) to rate project responses regarding
evaluation and granting processes. We
then independently rated each project's
response to specific aspects of the evaluation process such as responding to a
request for information about tutors,
scheduling a site visit, completing the
checklist, responding to interview questions and requests for additional information, permitting perusal of instructional materials, agreeing to further
research, and having tutors and learners
available for interviewing. We also independently rated each project's response
to specific aspects of the granting
process such as applying for a second
grant, rating the ease of the application
project, and rating the fairness of the
funding process. Having attained a 91%
inter-rater reliability on most items, we
discussed each area of disagreement and
arrived at a consensus. Sixth, we compared our individual project findings
with each project's findings as documented in their final progress report to
the funding agency to determine the
level of congruency between the perceptions of the external evaluator and the
perceptions of the project director.

evaluator and requesting the names, telephone numbers, and tutoring s~hedules
of their volunteer tutors. Our intention
was to draw a random sample from the
group for interviewing purposes.
However, a low response rate indicated
that a less invasive approach was necessary to build trust and to minimize program resistance to external evaluation.
Thus, each director was asked to select
two tutors and two learners to be interviewed. Second, we developed and
administered via mail a seven-part
checklist designed to record descriptive
data in a standardized manner. This
checklist elicited information from program directors regarding program identification, number of providers and clients
before and after receiving the grant,
types of instruction and services offered,
kinds of materials and services purchased with grant funds, and methods
used to educate the public about their
program. Third, we visited each site,
collected pertinent documents, and
interviewed the program director and
designated tutors and learners to determine how each participant viewed his or
her project and its program. Fourth,
using data from transcriptions of field
and interview notes, site documents, the
checklist, and the original grant proposal, we rated the quality of each program
on a four point scale (3 = more than adequate, 2 = adequate, 1 = inadequate, NA
= not applicable) in relation to: (a) delivery of services in accordance with original proposal and with actual client
needs; (b) documentation of student
attendance, volunteer hours, and student
progress; (c) success in recruiting
clients and providers; ( d) provision for
client networking and for internal and
external support services; and (e) evaluation of student progress and program
effectiveness. Fifth, we developed a fifteen-item Project Receptivity Scale
based upon a five point rating scale (1 =
negative, 2 = somewhat negative, 3 =
MI C HI GAN RE ADING J OU RNAL

Major Findings
Analyses of data revealed the following major findings in relation to Padak
· and Padak's (1991) framework.

Personal Factors
Academic Achievement. While Read
Indeed! tutors and learners informally
reported that progress toward academic
goals was achieved, only fifty percent of
the programs attempted to verify learner
performance. Even then, assessment
was primarily used as a screening device
to determine an individual's eligibility to
remain in a program rather than as a
measure of what he or she had learned
while enrolled in a program.
Quality of Life. Several students
8
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attributed quality of life improvements
to their participation in local adult literacy programs. A few of the quality of life
improvements that were reported during
interviews with learners and their tutors
include: working toward or receiving job
promotions, completing General
Education Degree (GED) requirements,
enrolling in community college, gaining
personal satisfaction from being able to
read to their children and to help them
with their home work, being able to converse in English, and being able to
access libraries and computers.

materials. Three general instructional
approaches were observed. First, two of
the fourteen projects had implemented a
skill-based, bottom-up instructional
approach using either traditional adult
literacy materials such as Laubach New
Streamlined English or Challenger language arts series (New Reader Press) or
computer-aided instructional software
such as Butterfly Software or Project
Star. Second, six projects had implemented a holistic, top-down approach
using a variety of instructional materials
such as fiction, non-fiction, and readalong books, brochures, monographs,
life skill manuals, application forms, and
VCR tapes. Third, the remaining six projects had implemented an interactive
approach using either Lit-Start:
Literacy Strategies for Adult Reading
Tutors (Michigan Literacy, Inc.) in conjunction with various reading materials
or Read Write Now in conjunction with
learner-selected discussion topics. While
tutors claimed that learner persistence
and retention were positive indicators of
learner progress, there was little evidence to determine whether consistency
of instruction, learner achievement, or
transfer of learning had taken place.

Programmatic Factors
Program Structure. Eight findings
revealed the quality of program structure within the Read Indeed! projects.
First, all projects had collaborated with
at leq5t one other community organization. Second, most literacy programs
were structured to meet immediate
needs of individual learners. Third, in
some cases, the role of the tutor had
shifted from one of an instructor teaching a prepared curriculum to one of a
facilitator locating and using a variety of
resources to deliver a customized concept-based curriculum. Fourth, all projects with tutors provided some form of
training for them. Fifth, all programs had
established procedures for pairing tutors
and learners with a proviso that either
partner could request a change if the
partnership became untenable. Sixth, a
majority of the projects had some provision for learner support. However, learner participation in support groups was
small. Seventh, most projects were
located at a convenient, unobtrusive
site. Finally, all projects used a variety of
oral and print techniques to educate the
public and to recruit tutors and learners.
Program Content. Interview responses and perusal of curriculum materials
revealed that content delivery varied
among and within programs both in theoretical approach and in instructional
M ICHI GAN RE AD I NG J OU RNA L

External Factors
Contex t-Based Community Needs.
Findings regarding the rate of participation and the extent to which programs
met needs identified by external groups
were inconsistent. On one hand, both
client and provider participation in the
target programs increased significantly
from 1993 to 1994. For example, the
fourteen literacy programs had experienced a 52% gain (5452 in 1994 as compared to 2590 in 1993) in the number of
clients and an 11% gain (1723 in 1994 as
compared to 1541 in 1993) in the number
of literacy providers and had delivered a
wider variety of literacy and non-literacy
services. On the other hand, though they
had targeted special populations or had
9
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Composite results of the same scale
concerning the granting process
revealed that 42% of the projects displayed a positive attitude toward the
grant process, whereas 36% reported
that the process did not apply to them;
7% displayed a neutral attitude; and 14%
displayed a negative attitude. However,
64% felt that the funding process was
fair, whereas 21% said it did not apply to
them, and 14% claimed that the process
was unfair. 57% reported that they would
not be applying for a second Read
Indeed! grant. Two factors, perceptions
related to program size and type of available grants, seem to account for the differences in attitude.

espoused innovative instructional models in their grant proposals, some program directors were reluctant to go
beyond the safety net of traditional oneto-one tutoring of basic reading, writing,
and conversational English, thus previously identified needs were not always
fulfilled especially in the areas of
English as a Second Language and workplace literacy.
Financial. Three findings revealed
the financial nature of the Read Indeed!
projects. First, at an average cost of $27
per client, Read Indeed! funds allowed
programs to expand existing services
and to initiate new ones. Second, all projects that had received matching challenge grants exceeded their fund-raising
goals sometimes by two to three times
the amount required. Third, personal
client financial data were not gathered
by either the projects or the evaluator.

Implications
The implications of this study were
two-fold. First, in many adult literacy
progran1s, instructional emphasis has
shifted from content delivery to concept
delivery. Thus, the role of the tutor has
changed from one of instructor to one of
facilitator. This change has three ramifications. One, if programs are going to
provide instruction based upon leamerselected, short-term goals, then programs need to provide a variety of centrally located reading, writing, and languaging materials and equipment that
address these goals. Next, if literacy programs are to provide instruction that is
learner appropriate, then program directors need to implement an instructional
design that includes assessment. Data
derived through assessment may then be
used to guide instructional decisionmaking and program improvement.
Finally, if volunteer tutors are to deliver
instruction based upon the needs and
goals of the learners and are to assess
the performance of learners using a variety of instruments for various purposes,
then training must be expanded to
include all of these aspects.
Second, if community-based adult literacy projects are to remain competitive

Other Important Findings
Composite results of the Project
Receptivity Scale rating project personnel responses concerning external progran1 evaluation revealed that while
most project directors (71 %) were reluctant to respond to a request for the
names, telephone numbers, and working
hours of their volunteer tutors, they
were willing to choose one or two tutors
and learners to be interviewed. While all
directors eventually returned the checklist requesting general descriptive information about the project, 29% had to be
reminded more than once. About 67 % of
the programs responded positively to
scheduling a site visitation and were cordial during the visit. Most participants
responded positively to interviewing
(93%), to providing additional information (93%), and permitting perusal of
curriculum materials purchased with
Read Indeed! funds (78%). All programs
(7) who were asked whether they would
be willing to participate in future
research studies responded positively.
M IC HIG AN R E ADING J OU RN AL
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in securing funds, then they must be able
to produce evidence that their programs
are instructionally effective and financially responsible. To do this, projects
either must develop and implement new
evaluation plans or improve their existing plans.

meeting the needs of the client
(e.g., satisfaction regarding the
tutor, instruction, instructional
tin1e, reading and writing materials, etc.).
11. Use an anonymous questionnaire
to gather teacher perceptions of
program effectiveness and suggestions for improvement.
12. Use a variety of assessment techniques to determine the extent
learners have grown as readers,
writers and communicators.
13. Use the scores from the test to
place and retain learners to calculate a gain score to determine
whether learning is taking place.
14. Periodically, read a short story or
informative piece of writing to the
learner and have the learner retell
the story in writing or on tape.
Compare writings or tapings as to
size and complexity of grammar as
well as accuracy and understanding of content.
15. Record the number of performance goals that the learner has
successfully completed.
16. Keep a record of the learner's
length of time in the program.
17. Have the learner keep a journal
telling what is happening in
his/her life as a result of literacy
instruction.

Recommendations for
Literacy Providers
Based upon the results of this study,
the following recommendations are
intended to assist you in reviewing and .
improving your program evaluation plan.
1. Use the Padak guidelines and
questions to guide your review of
your current plan.
2. Always base evaluation on the
stated goals of your program.
3. Administer a periodic needs
· assessment to ascertain whether
your organization is fulfilling the
needs of the public.
4. Develop and implement a recordkeeping system. Assign a volunteer to help you. Record volunteer
hours of service as well as learner
attendance and test scores.
5. Save receipts, and keep an accurate record of expenditures.
6. Design and use a questionnaire
that obtains whatever financial
information from your clients that
you deem appropriate for your
area.
7. Have program personnel periodically submit a current resume.
8. Keep accurate records of when
personnel and volunteers began
and quit working in the program.
9. Ask new clients and volunteers
how they learned about the program. Record the response on a
checklist. Listen for and record
negative and positive comments
about recruitment.
10. Develop and administer a survey
questionnaire to determine
whether the existing program is
M ICHIGAN R EADI NG J OURNA L

Summary
The purpose of this article was to
demonstrate how select communitybased adult literacy programs of
Michigan are beginning to grapple with
the implications of externally funded
programs and the resultant call for program accountability. As previous studies
have pointed out, community-based programs are at the threshold of evaluation,
both in knowledge and practice. Thus,
when interpreting the results of this
study, one should be cognizant that actual gains in program participants were
ll
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